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It has often beensaid thatGeoffreyChaucerusedhis wide reading,his
experienceascourtier,diplomatandcivil servant,andhis acuteobservationof daily
life to give us an extraordinarypictureof the medievalworld. And indeed,his
writingsaboundwith referencesto places,people,historicaleventsandcustomsof
differentcountriesandsocietiesthathe was quitefamiliarwith. There aremany
booksandarticlesabouttheFrenchandItalianinfluenceonChaucer,or theclassical
sourcesin hiswork.And onecannothelpasking:"WhataboutSpain?""Whatsortof
SpanishreferencesdoesChaucerinsertin hiswritings?""Whatimageof Spaindoes
hepresent?"
After only a quick look at Chaucer'spoetrythe readerwill realizethatthe
referencesto Spaindonotappearsooftenasthoseto otherplaceslike France,ltaly
or the Middle East. Spanishlife and culturehad thereforelittle influenceupon
Chaucer.Nevertheless,fromtimeto timehe alludesto Spanishtowns,materials,
objects,buildingsand to certainfamousSpanishwritersand other outstanding
figures.'
Somebiographers,historiansandliterarycriticsstatethatChaucermighthave
visitedSpainin 1366.Theymentiona safeconductissuedbythekingofNavarrein
February1366toGeoffreyChaucerwiththreeunnamedcompanions,to allowhimto
travelthroughthekingdom.It hasbeensuggestedthatthetripto Spainmighthave
beensomesortof diplomaticmissionfromtheBlackPrince'scourtin Aquitaineto
1 Referencesto suchclassicalfiguresas Senecaor Lucan are not taken into accounthere;
althoughtheywerebom in Spaintheyareusuallyconsideredpartofthe Latin culture.
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thatof Navarreor to thecourtof Pedroin Castile?Anyway,we do notreallyknow
whetherChaucervisited Spain or not, but if he did, what could havebeenan
interestingjourneyleft littlemarkonhim,becausein hisworkhedoesnotshowany
specialinterestin thecountry.
In Chaucer'slove visionsandearlypoemswe hardlyfind any referenceto
Spain.The narratorofthe Houseof Fameseemsto betheonlyonewho includesa
coupleof themin thedescriptionof hisdream.In BookIII hefindsamountainof ice
witha castleon topandhesaysthattherewasnota higheronein Spain/ assuming
this to be a mountainouscountrywith a reputationfor extremelyhigh medieval
castles.Then,insidethebuildinghesawdifferentpeopleplayingbeautifulmusicof
variousformson bagpipes,oboes,shams,andmanyotherwind instruments;and
amongthoseexpertmusicianswereall thefamoustrumpetplayersfromCatalonia
andAragon(1245-50).
The CanterburyTales,on the otherhand,coversmoreaspectsof Spanish
culture.In TheFranklin'sTale,for instance,thereis anallusiontotheToledantables
(1273),thoseastronomicaltablesinventedby scholarsfromToledoandverymuch
usedin Chaucer'stimeto calculatethemovingpositionsof planetsandstars4•In this
talea magicianuseshis Toledantablesto bringabouta floodtideandcoverupthe
rocksof thecoast;he doesit for a youngmanto whoma marriedladyplayfully
agreedto makelove if he couldremoveall therocksfromthecoast.The Toledan
tables then are not shown here as a scientific instrumentused by a serious
astronomer,somethingthatwouldimplythatthescientificlevelofthe countrywhere
thetablescomefromwashigh,butas a tool usedby a magicianin a supernatural
operationto commit an evil act or as the Franklin calls it: "a supersticious
cursednesse"(1272).
Anotherreferenceto Spainin TheCanterburyTalesrevealsthatChaucertook
a verypoorviewof Spanishwine.ThePardonerspeaksof theillegaladulterationof
winesby theLondonvintnersandironicallysuggeststhatthestrongcheapSpanish
whitewinefromLepeis to befoundmixedwiththeexpensiveanddelicatewinesof
Bordeauxor La Rochelle becausethe vineyardsare close together(562-72).
J F.N. Robinson, ed., The Worksof GeoffreyChaucer,2nd ed. (I933; rpt. London: Oxford
UniversityPress, 1968),1.1110-7.Al! quotationsfrom Chauceraretakenfromthis editionandhave
beenmade,in parentheses,withinthebodyofmy text.
4 Thesetableswereoriginal!ycompiledby theeleventh-centurySpanish-Islamicastronomer
AI-Zargali, but the most widely known were those preparedin the thirteenthcenturyunderthe
directionof Alfonso X el Sabio,King of CastileandLeon.
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Chaucer'sexpertknowledgeof winesandthevintners'illicit practiceis nodoubtdue
to thefactthathis fatherwasa winemerchanthimself.However,Chaucerwasnot
veryfamiliarwithSpanishgeographysincethevinesof Gasconyin thesouthwestof
FrancearecertainlynearSpain,butmorethan700milesfar fromLepe.The wines
fromtheneighbouringkingdomof Navarremighthavecreptsubtlyin theFrench
wines,butnotthosefromLepe,atownin thesouthof Spain.
If Spanishwinewasnotverypopularin fourteenth-centuryEngland,it seems
thatSpanishleatherhadabettereputation.In thedetaileddescriptionof Sir Thopas'
extemalappearancewe learnthathe wearsverygoodandexpensivec1othes,and
accordinglyhis shoesweremadeof Cordovanleather(732).For centuriesCordova
hadbeena very importantcity in Spainand its wovensilks, e1aboratebrocades,
jewelleryandleatherworkwerehighlyappreciatedthroughoutEuropeandtheEast.
It is not strangethenthata rich FlemishknightshoulddisplayCordovanleather.
However,whatmightbeconsideredapositivereferencetoa first-c1assSpanishitem,
givesriseto negativeconnotationswhenwe realizethatChaucer'sreal intentionin
Sir Thopaswas to makefun of this grotesqueKnight of Flandersby meansof a
ridiculouspresentation.
In TheCanterburyTalesChauceralso mentionsanotherSpanishnamein a
negativecontext:Roncesvalles.ThePardoneris presentedasbeing"of Rouncivale"
(670).SincehewasanEnglishman,hecouldhardlybelongto theAugustinianabbey
of NuestraSeñorade Roncesvallesin Navarre.The referencethenmustbe to the
hospitalof theBlessedMary of RouncivallenearCharingCrossin London,which
wasasubordinatehouseorcellofthesameOrderestablishedin Spain.5It seemsthat
pardonersof Rouncivallewere notoriousfor their dishonesty,falsehoodand
corruptionin thefourteenthcentury6,asChaucer'scharacterwouldprovelateron in
his tale. Moreover, an educatedfourteenth-centuryEnglish person should
immediatelyassociatethe name of Roncesvalleswith the destructionof
Charlemagne'sarrnyandthe legendof theheroRolandrecountedin theepicsLa
ChansondeRolandandRoncesvalles,a popularlegendof deathandtreacherythat
Chaucercitesseveraltimesinhisworks.
OtherSpanishreferencesin TheCanterburyTalesshowus thatsomeof its
charactershavevisitedthe countryfor differentreasons.This is the caseof the
Knight,whohadbeento AIgeciras,onthesouthcoastof Spain(56-7).He tookpart
in thesiegeandcaptureof thistown,helpingAlfonsoXI of Castileto overthrowthe
king of Granadaaround1344.In this ageit was quitecornmonfor knightsto be
engagedin warsfar fromEnglandin exoticcountries,fightingagainstthe infidel.
5 Seetheexplanatorynotesin Robinson'seditionofChaucer'swork,p. 667.
6 SeeMuriel Bowden,A Reader'sGuidefo GeoffreyChaucer(London:ThamesandHudson,
1964),p. 73.
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Chaucer'sknight,in fact,hadfoughtin someof theseplacessuchasthemysterious
easternMediterraneanandthewild landsoftheBaltic,aswellasMoorishSpain.
The Shipmanhasalsobeento Spainseveraltimes.In theGeneralPrologue
we hearthathe is an experiencednavigatorwho knowseverythingabouttheseas
betweentheEnglishcityof Hull andtheSpanishportof Cartagena(401-4);healso
knowsall thehavensfromtheislandof Gotland,off thecoastof Sweden,totheCape
of Finisterre,andeverycreekin BrittanyandSpain(407-409).He wasnot only a
skilful mariner,buta thiefanda piratewithno pity for hisvictims,readyto attack
othersat seaanddrownall theprisoners.Thesevictimswould surelybe Spanish
sailorssinceEnglishseamenhadoftendevotedtheirlivesto actsof piracyagainst
Spanishmerchantships in the secondhalf of the fourteenthcentury.7Chaucer's
presentationof this characterdoesnot soundseverelycritical,or at leastnot so
incisiveasthatof otherrascalsin thebook;andfurthermore,whentheShipmanends
his tale the Host calls him "Sire gentilmaister,gentilmaryneer!"(437).All this
mightimplya certainkind of approvalof this Shipman'spracticeof piracyagainst
foreignproperty,somethingwhichextendedlateron intotheElizabethanAge with
suchindividualsas Sir FrancisDrakeor Sir WalterRaleigh,namesthata Spanish
historybookwould presentas pirates,andan Englishmanwould regardas heroic
admirals.
The Wife of Bath also carneto Spainandvisitedthepopularshrineof St
JamesofCompostellainGalicia(466).Shewenttherebecauseshewasanenthusiast
of pilgrimagesandat thattime Santiagowas oneof themostimportantspiritual
centresofWesternChristendom,attractingthousandsofpilgrimseveryyear.Shehad
also visited other sacredplacessuch as Jerusalemor Rome, and otherfamous
Europeanpilgrim resorts.The venerationof holy placeswas one of the oldest
expressionsof Christianpopularpiety;nevertheless,uchjourneyswerenotalways
devotionalactsto whichspiritualbenefitswereattached,buta safeandeasywayof
travellingfor pleasure.8In fact,The Wife of Bath,assheconfessedin theprologue
ofher tale(551-9,654-8)didnotjoin thoseexpeditionsfor thesakeof devotion;her
realmotivewasthatsheenjoyedtravellingabroadin gaycompany.If shelived in
thisdayandage,shewouldcometo Benidorm,or anyothertypicalSpanishtourist
resortarea,on one of thosepackageholidaysorganizedby manyEnglishtravel
agents.
The heroineof TheMan oi Law's Tale,Constance,mightalsohavestopped
off in Spainduringoneof heradventurousvoyages.In thethirdpartof thistalewe
7 For somecommentson thisquestionseeLuis SuárezFemández,Navegacióny comercioen
el Golfo de Vizcaya: Un estudiosobre la política marinera de la casa de Trastámara(Madrid:
e.S.Le., 1959),p. 73.
8 For somediscussionof this point seeLuis Vázquezde Parga,José María Lacarra,1. Uría
Riu, Las peregrinacionesa SantiagodeCompostela(Madrid:e.S.Le., 1948),l, pp.71-72.
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aretold that,afterherstayin Englandandjust beforesailingthroughtheStraitof
Gibraltar(945),shereacheda heathenlandwhereshecouldseea castle.The name
of thislandis notgiven,butfromthedescriptionof herjoumeywe mightdeduceit
to beSpainor theIberianPeninsulaat least,where,atthetimethestoryis set,the
sixthcentury,somepeoplehadstill notbeenconvertedto theChristianfaith.9The
imageChaucergivesof theinhabitantsof thiscountryis notveryfavourable.They
donothelpConstance,anexiledwomanwhohasbeensailingwith a littlechild for
years,theyjustcomedowntotheshoreto lookon(911-2).And totopit all, laterthat
nightthestewardofthe castletriesunsuccessfullyto rapethepoorwoman(913-24).
It isthereforeawild unfriendlyplacewherecrueltyandlecheryprevail.
With regardto Spanishliterarysourcesused by Chaucer or namesof
outstandingSpanishfiguresmentionedin hiswork,we do notfind a longcatalogue
of celebrities.In theGeneralProloguehe includesthenameof Averroesin a long
listof medicalauthoritiesof all timesthattheDoctorof Physicis familiarwith(429-
434).It is interestingto seethis influentialphilosopherfromCordova(1126-1198)
namedamongthe most famousphysiciansof antiquity,such as Hippocrates,
traditionallyregardedasthefatherof medicine,Galen,thefounderof experimental
physiology,orRhazes,oneof themostcelebratedphysiciansin theIslamicworld.It
is of coursetruethatAverroesleamedmedicineandwasthepersonalphysicianof
thecaliph,butheis morewidelyknownfor hisseriesof commentariesonAristotle's
work'sand on Plato'sRepublic,and as the philosopherwho integratedIslamic
traditionsandGreekthought.10
The longestreferenceto a Spanishcharacteraresixteenlinesdedicatedto the
deathof PedroI of Castile(1350-69)insertedasoneof the"tragedies"in TheMonk's
Tale.Chauceraddressedhimas"O noble,O worthyPetro,glorieofSpayne,"(2375).
One maywonderwhat"nobility","worthiness"or "glory"Chaucercould seein a
kingwho is generallYknownas"theCruel";a kingwhowastheprotagonistof one
of theugliestbloodfeudsin thehistoryof Spain,felt contemptfor the medieval
chivalriccodeandshockedChristianEuropewith his atrocities.1]His half brother,
Enriqueof Trastámara,oustedhimfromhis throneand,afterseveralbattles,Pedro
wasdefeatedandkilledatMontiel in 1369.This is themurderChaucerlamentsin
his poem.Of course,he hadsomeverygoodreasonsfor expressingsympathyfor
Pedro:EnglandsupportedthiskingandtheBlackPrincecarneto Spainto fightwith
9 Recared(586-601)wasthefirst Visigothic king to convertto theCatholic faith, andwith
himmostof theGothicnoblesandpeople.
10 SeeMiguel Cruz Hemández,Abu-l-walid ibn rusd (Averroes):Vida, obra.pensamiento,
influencia(Córdoba:Publicacionesdel Monte de Piedady Caja de Ahorros de Córdoba, 1986)or
OliverLeaman,AverroesandhisPhilosophy(Oxford:C1arendonPress,1988).
11 He usedto executehis captives.bothwomenandmen,includingtwo of his ha1fbrothers.
For a particularlygoodaccountof Pedro'sbehaviourseetheChroniclesof Pero López de Aya1a,ed.
JoséLuis Martín (Barcelona:Planeta,1991).
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him againstthe pro-FrenchEnriqueat the battleof Najera in 1367;at thattime
Chaucerwas in theserviceof John of Gaunt,whowasmarriedto Pedro'sdaughter,
Constanza,andclaimedthethroneof Castile;besides,Chaucer'swife becamelady-
in-waitingto ConstanzawhenshemarriedtheEnglishprince.It is understandable
thenthatChaucershowedPedroasthe"heroofthepiece".
As far as quotationsfrom Spanishwriters are concemed,we find six
referencesto PedroAlfonso in his Taleoi Melibee(1053,1144,1189,1218,1309,
1566).In this prosetaleChaucertriedto epitomizewhatthegreatmoral,religious
andphilosophicaltreatisesof all timesstatedaboutthetopieof revenge,quoting
from a largeselectionof authoritiessuchas St Paul, St Augustine,St Gregory,
Seneca,Cieero,etc.. PedroAlfonsowasa baptizedJew of Aragonoriginallyknown
asMosesSefardi,who in thetwelfthcenturywrotetheoldestEuropeancollectionof
novellasentitledDisciplinaClericalis.Nevertheless,it isverylikelythatChaucerdid
notknowthis Spanishwriterfirsthand,sincehis Taleoi Melibeeis a translationof
theFrenchLivredeMelibéeetdeDamePrudence,generallyattributedtoRenaudde
Louens,which is in tumanabridgedtranslationof thethirteenth-centuryAlbertano
of Brescia'sLiber Consolationiset Consilii.The samecouldbe saidaboutthetwo
quotationsfromIsidorodeSevillainc1udedin TheParson'sTale(89and551),which
again Chaucermight havetranslatedfrom othercontinentalsources12,and the
theoriesof chivalryembodiedin his Knight,whichseemto betakenfroma French
manualtranslatedfroma Latin versionof Le libredel ordedecauayleria(c. 1276)
writtenbytheCatalanmysticandmissionary,RamónLlull.13
Takingall thesefactsintoaccount,weareledto believethatSpainwasrather
an unknowncountryto Chaucer.He showedlittle insightinto the contemporary
Spanishculturalandliteraryworld.It seemsthatChaucerwasnotfamiliarwiththe
outstandingSpanishwritersof histime,thoughEl libro debuenamorby JuanRuiz,
thereligiousnarrativepoetryof GonzalodeBerceoandtheCondeLucanorby Don
Juan ManuelshowsomethematicandformalfeaturesthatbringChaucer'swork to
mind.
Moreover,Chaucer'simageof Spainis rathernegativein general.It appearsto
be a violent nationwheretraitorskill their noble kings, an exotic land where
distinguishedEnglishknightscometo fightagainstheinfidel,awild territorywhere
poorforeigngirlscanbeeasilyraped,a placewhereyouwouldnotdaredrinkwhite
wine,or a curiouscountrywheresuchmagicdevicesasToledantablesaredesigned.
But noteverythingis sobad.It looksasthoughwearegoodatbuildinghighcastles,
makingleathershoesandplayingthetrumpet.And, of course,this is theidealplace
12 Seeexplanatorynotesin Robinson,p. 766.
13 See Robert P. MilIer (ed.), Chaucer:SourcesandBackgrounds(New York: Oxford
UniversityPress,1977),p. 180.
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for holidays,aplacewherepeopleliketheWife of Bathwouldcometo havea good
time.
Chaucer'sreasoningwhenofferingthis imageof Spainmightbeattributedto
thepoliticalandculturalsituationofthe time.On theonehand,diplomaticrelations
betweenEnglandandSpainwereverystrainedin thesecondhalf of thefourteenth
century.From 1369to 1389theCastiliankingEnrique11is deeplyinvolvedin the
HundredYears'War againstEngland.The Franco-Castilian avywas continually
raidingtheEnglishcoastandthreateningthecountrywith invasion.14In thesame
period,the Duke of Lancaster,John of Gaunt, throughmarriageto Princess
Constanzaof Padilla,claimedthecrownof Castileandtriedto invadeSpain.It is
quitelogicalthenthatChaucer,anEnglishcourtpoetandcivil servantwhoworked
for differentmembersof theroyalfamily,shouldtakea biasedstance.He hadto be
ongoodtermswiththeBlackPrince,John of Gauntandtherulingclassin general;
in fact,someofhis poemswerewrittentocomplimentorpleasethem.
On the otherhand,althoughCastilewas fully integratedinto fourteenth-
centurywestemEuropeanlife andculture,Spanishcivilizationin generalwas still
rathermarginalin a countrylike Englandwhere the literarybackgroundwas
dominatedbyFrenchandltalianauthors.AlthoughsomeSpanishnamesrankamong
thegreatestphilosophers,theologians,historians,translators,andpoetsofthe Middle
Ages,ChaucerpreferredFrench,Italianandclassicalsources.Similarly,mostof his
foreigncharactersandsettingswerealsoFrench,Italianorclassicalfigures.
Spainwasthenignored,misunderstoodor indirectlyreferredto.And this,one
regretsto say,is still quitecommonevennow, in thetwentiethcentury.In David
Lodge'sSmall World,for instance,we leamthatoneof thefamiliardiscomfortsof
conferencesheld in British provincialuniversitiesis the ratherinferior Spanish
sherry,withabullfightandaflamencodanceronthelabel,servedatthereceptions.15
And accordingto a Timescorrespondentin Madrid, lastsummerFidel Castrowas
invitedtospeakinOviedo,whichis,hesays,thecapitalof Galicia.16
14 For accountsoftheseraidsseeSuárezFernández,pp.28-48.
15DavidLodge,Small World(Harrnondsworth:PenguinBooks, 1985),pp. 3-4.
16 David Adams,"CastroIs Setto DominateSurnmitStagein Madrid", TheTimes,23 July
1992,p. 11.
143
